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Abstract 
This work carried out on Gokana of Ogoni in Rivers State examined how youth’s 

involvement in oil theft precipitated in increased cultism in the region. The 

inspiration for the work arose from the increasing rate of cult related violence and 

oil theft that tended to defy all institutional measures aimed at taming them. Upon 

critical examination which progressed through review of relevant literature, the 

unbridled activities of the youth were found to have given credence to the 

predictions of strain theory which held certain stressors in human as increasing 

the likelihood of crime. The Gokana narrative made a case for high rate of 

unemployment and poverty as twin stressors that derailed a fragment of the youth 

population into the criminality under review. This research work which is survey 

by nature, made abundant use of data from primary and secondary sources. We 

adopted a study population of 370,000 while Kreche and Morgan (1970) served the 

tool with which a sample size of 382 was determined. The study being guided by 

three research questions also had purposive sampling technique as the radar for 

the navigation of the villages therein while simple percentage acted the vade 

mecum for the analysis of the data collected. Ours became a search that unmasked 

the strong tie between the rising wave of cultism and oil theft among the youths 

of the region. The task of dismantling this hydra headed challenge is daunting but 

within reach. Consequently, the study advocated among others massive 

employment and a new orientation that lends credence to the voice of the people. 

With a reward mechanism for peaceful youths also in place, it is hoped that oil 

theft would be greatly minimized and Gokana environment restored to its pristine 

state. 
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Introduction 

Contemporary society is remarkably rich in contradiction which manifests in diverse ways: 

civil wars, ethnic crisis, religious and culture crisis etc. In these crises, success and its 

prevalence, (even its sustenance) are often rooted in access to natural resources, mostly 

between the state and individuals. This informs why Smil (2018) sees crude oil as life blood 

of modern world. Modern world as used here is capitalist world where production and 

continuous production is intended to satisfy the interest of modern business owners first. 

It is a world where forces of demand and supply define what to produce. It is equally rich 

in class inequality and class contradiction arising from access to public resources. 

 

Reemphasising the relevance of natural resources like oil to social existence, Feyide (1986) 

in Odalonu (2015) states thus:  

Oil is raw material as well as a convenient and effective service of energy. 

In the form of energy, it increases man’s capacity to get work done. As the 

raw material, it provides the feedback to the fasts expanding industry in 

the world. All over the world, lives of people are affected and the destinies 

of nations are probably determined by the results of oil industry 

operation. Oil keeps the factories of the industrialized countries working 

and provides the revenue which enable oil exporter to execute ambitious 

national and economic development plans. Those developing countries 

that have no oil exports are faced with a grim struggle for survival. If they 

lose, they are neglected to the fair world. The march of progress would 

become unbearable if the world was deprived of oil. That is why oil has 

become the concern of governments, a vital ingredient of their policies and 

a crucial factor in their political and diplomatic strategies. It is on this 

central role which oil or natural resources play in development that 

nations guide its use by unauthorized persons, as attack or illegal access 

to it is an attack on national asset. 

 

       

What is clear here is that oil or natural resources is not only important to nations, it is also 

important to individuals. On the basis of oil relevance, nations protect it from outsiders 

since it is nations’ life blood. Equally important especially from the rich class contradiction 

and class inequality in modern society is that access to oil resources has become a source 

of conflict and an instrument or an impetus for crisis between the state and groups and 

between and among groups. 
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In Nigeria, the history of oil has remained the prime cause of pockets of revolt over time. 

It is oil revenue skewed distribution and control by the dominant class of the majority 

ethnic groups as against Niger Delta people that informed Adaka Boro’s formation of 

Revolutionary Army for succession of Niger Delta people. It is the same country oil that 

caused the revolt by Ken Saro-Wiwa in the 1990s.It is the grievance or injustice in oil wealth 

distribution that occasioned the formation of Movement For the Emancipation of Niger 

Delta People (MEND) by Henry Okah and the formation of Niger Delta Patriotic Vigilantly 

Front (NDPVF) and many other militant groups that created insecurity in Nigeria Niger 

Delta against the state. These instances portray that oil induced crisis has taken different 

dimensions.  

  

Consequently, this work intends to establish if the current cult war in Gokana local 

government area is linked to the youth’s illegal access to oil being the Nigeria national 

wealth. Similarly, we shall delve into some issues associated with the regularity of youth’s 

involvement in oil theft as leading to sustained cult war. Finally, we shall attempt a 

panacea at the service of reduction of oil theft and the consequent sustained cult war.   

 

Generally, history is rich in natural resource use induced crisis. This informed why Sadaro 

(2001) argued that natural resources are sources of political contention within and between 

nations. It is believed that the crisis between Israel and Syria is hinged on access to water 

resources. United Nation (2004) studies observed that in the last sixty years, at least 40% 

of civil wars in Africa is connected to natural resources access. According to Maphosa 

(2012), recent scholarly discourse has equally established a valid link between resource 

endowment access and armed conflict or civil war. Deepening this, Collier and Hoeffler 

(1998) concluded that civil wars are motivated either by greed or grievance in access to 

natural resources. Using Angola, Maphosa (2012) observed that off-shore oil and alluvial 

diamonds are the causes of the protracted crisis between movement for the Liberation of 

Angola and National Union for the Total Independence of Angola rebel group. Similar 

scenario played itself out in Liberia and Sierra Leone. In these countries, cases of access to 

diamonds, iron ore, rubber and timber are prime factors that promote insecurity. In these, 

given the diversity of these resources and their geographical distribution, Maphosa’s 

claims led to the phenomenon of warlordism which is characterised by highly fragmented 

conflict between a weak government holding the capital and numerous militant groups 

controlling resources in the interior. Currently, the same problem defined the on-going 

crises between Northern Cameroons and Southern Cameron. The same is the case for Libya 

and Southern Sudan. Observing the relevance of access to natural resources, Maphosa 

(2012) observed that access to them provides rebel organisation the needed financial 

muscle to execute or confront the government through violence.  For this reason Collier 
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and Hoeffler (1998) see natural resources as ‘booty’ which in many cases is far more 

valuable than possession of the state itself.  

 

Oriji (2018), Tonah (2006), Elem and Ogbonnaya (2018) and Nweze (2005) linked the 

current herdsmen and farmers’ crisis in Nigeria to access to pastoral land and water. 

Similarly, studies in Niger Delta by Erondu (2015) and Peterside (2005) equally linked the 

crisis to access to natural resources, oil. Specifying this Erondu (2015) claimed that 

competition for oil wealth usually between oil producing communities and multinational 

oil companies and the national government in issues of claims and counter claims of 

ownership of oil wells within and between communities and non-payment or delay 

payment of compensation to land owners whose lands have been taken over by 

government and oil companies, constitute parts of the driving force for the crisis in the 

Niger Delta.  

  

Several studies in Nyiayaana (2011), Agbedo (2019) and Kpae and Adishi (2017) confirmed 

the existence of cult groups. According to these, Deewell, Deebam, The Young shall grow; 

Seresibra and Gberesaako Boys are among the cult groups in Ogoniland. In their studies, 

these scholars established a positive link between the groups’ illegal access and control for 

oil in the area.  

  

Explaining the level of violence in Barako and Nwebiara; Bomu and Lewe; K.Dere and 

B.Dere and Mogho occasioned by Deewell and Deebam, Naagbanton (2016) and Poroma, 

Kpaa& Abel (2018) claimed that these wars have transcended the age of fighting with sticks 

to that of the use of small arms and light weapons. Noting the incidence of crisis, Agbedo 

(2019) observed that on July 28, 2019, Bodo Community witnessed a cult clash which led 

to loss of lives and properties. Iheanachor (2020) observed that Nwebiara and Barako (until 

recently) have become a safe haven and an operational base for Greenladers cult group. 

This area was also the operational base of Honest Diigbara (also called Bobosky), a 

prominent cultist in Rivers State who was killed by security forces on 12th September 2020. 

Demonstrating the level of crisis, Kpae and Adishi (2005) claimed that the Young shall 

grow cult group sent the paramount ruler of Mogho and his Council of Chiefs on exile and 

even attempted to forcefully become king makers. The activity of cult rivalry according to 

Einne Mart (2017) caused the death of Charles Tenalo, the paramount ruler of Bomu. 

According to Okafor (2020), Barididum Danna and Prophet Nkpe being cult members of 

Deebam, did condemn three youths of B.Dere to a watery grave. Their offence being that 

they spied on their illegal oil lifting and refining activities. Establishing the role of oil theft 

in the crisis in Niger Delta, Duquet (2009) observed that oil theft facilitates acquisition of 

arms of which in this circumstance deepened crisis in Niger delta. Corroborating this 

study, Ojakorotu and Okeke-Uzordike (2006), claimed that the use of weapon smuggled 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 4 December, 2021 

 

Oil Theft and Sustained Cult Wars among Youths in Gokana LGA (2008-2021)              321 

from Guinea-Bissau, Gabon and Cameroon intensified the current oil violence in the Niger 

Delta.  

  

All these are in the face of several government efforts like the establishment of Anti-cultism 

unit of Nigeria Police Service and Taskforce on illegal oil bunkering among others. The 

essence of these institutions is not just to protect state natural assets alone but to protect 

life and development generally. It is on the basis of the above incidences in Gokana amidst 

several efforts by government that this work becomes imperative as other scholars did not 

focus attention on Gokana local government area of Rivers State.  

 

Based on the above, we put forth the following research questions which are closely 

followed by the objectives to guide the study: 

 How does youth involvement in oil theft lead to sustained cult war among the 

youths in Gokana LGA? 

 What are the issues associated with the regularity of youth involvement in oil theft 

leading to sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA? 

 What solutions can be proffered to reduce oil induced cult war in Gokana LGA? 

 To identify how youth involvement in oil theft leads to sustained cult war in       

Gokana LGA. 

 To identify issues associated with the regularity of youth’s involvement in oil theft 

leading to sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. 

 To proffer solutions that will minimize oil induced cult war in Gokana LGA. 

 

Conceptualizing Oil Theft  

Oil theft started around late 1970s to early 1980s under military rule. It was carried out 

under the command of top military personnel for the purpose of enriching themselves and 

forcefully maintaining political stability (Katsouris&Sayne, 2013). This illegal activity 

however, took a new turn with the advent of agitation for resource control by Niger Delta 

indigenes and the emergence of youth militancy (Ikelegbe, 2005 and Katsouris and Sayne, 

2013). At the outset of the agitations in the Niger Delta, the objective was primarily political 

with the citizens of the region demanding for an increase in the derivation fund (a specific 

percentage of oil rents accruable to the federal government), but when the government 

was unable to meet all their demands, many of the youths in the community took up arms 

against the government and engaged in criminal activities such as oil theft, kidnapping 

,destruction of oil facilities and sea piracy (Ikelegbe, 2005; Katsouris and Sayne, 2013). 

According to Ikelegbe (2005), the involvement in oil theft by youths was at first limited to 

providing security for oil thieves, an activity from which they were able to enrich 

themselves and acquire weapons, but after a while they were able to engage in oil theft 

autonomously and this led to escalation of the illegal activity in the region. 
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Thus, oil theft can be referred to as illegal bunkering. It involves the act of hacking into 

pipelines to steal crude which is later refined or sold abroad (Ugwuanyi, 2013). It is an 

illicit trade that involves the theft of crude oil and its derivative products through a variety 

of mechanisms. In a related view, Asuni (2009) refers to oil theft as oil taken from pipelines 

or flow stations, as well as extra crude oil added to legitimate cargo that is not accounted 

for. In support of the above positions, it is imperative to posit that “illegal oil bunkering” 

in Nigeria is a generic term surrounding not only illegal loading of ships but also all acts 

involving the theft, diversion and oil smuggling”. This highlights the view of Ikelegbe 

(2005) who posited that: 

There is a large scale illegal local and international trading on crude oil. 

This has grown from a few amateurs in the1980s who utilized crude 

methods to extract crude from pipelines to a very sophisticated industry 

which uses advanced technologies to tap crude and sophisticated 

communications equipment to navigate through the maze of hundreds of 

creeks, rivers and rivulets. The oil theft syndicates have also graduated 

from boats and barges to ships and large oil tankers in the high seas. The 

stealing and smuggling of crude has become very extensive and large 

scale since the late1990s’. 

 

The import of the foregoing is that oil theft is any activity relating to the theft or sabotage 

of crude oil, facilities or installations in the form of illegal bunkering, pipeline vandalism, 

fuel scooping, illegal refining, etc. However, oil theft further occurs when it is carried out 

without requisite statutory licenses or valid documents or in violation of the Nigerian 

maritime sector (Odalonu, 2015). In this sense again, oil theft is considered to be the illegal 

appropriation of crude or refined oil products from the pipelines of multinational oil 

companies. The act is facilitated by the pragmatic cooperation between security forces, 

militia organizations, cult groups and local people, oil company employees who use a 

variety of methods to steal oil from oil pipeline of multinational oil corporations that are 

stationed within the country (Ralby, 2017).  Given this, Adegbite (2013) posited that oil 

theft is carried out at different levels and quantities. Hence, there are various methods in 

which oil theft operations are carried out in the Niger Delta. The most popular method for 

stealing the crude oil is to puncture the pipeline conveying the product from one point to 

the other and tap it at the point where it had been punctured or ruptured.  

 

Cult Wars  

A cult is an extreme religious sect that is not part of established religion. According to Niser 

(2005), “It is a fashionable belief, idea, or attitude that influences people’s lives. In other 

words, cult initially originated from the activities and beliefs of the devotees or followers 

in the worship of gods. Over time, the term has embraced other forms which youths regard 
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as fashionable ideas, worthy of pursuing as the basis for coexistence among group 

members.” Hornby (2000), defines cult as a small group of people who have extreme 

religious beliefs and who are not part of any established religion. It could as well be seen 

as a fashionable belief, idea or attitude that influences people’s lives. Akani (1996) 

describes a cult as a group of people who cherish and believe in certain ideals and ethical 

conduct which is known and affected only by the members. 

 

Interestingly, the 1999 constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, section 318 (1), 

defines secret cult as: 

any society, association, group or body of persons (whether registered or 

not) that uses secret signs, oaths, rites or symbols and which is formed to 

promote a cause, the purpose of which is to foster the interest of its 

members and to aid one another under any circumstances without due 

regard to merit, fair play or justice, to the detriment of the legitimate 

interest of those who are not members.  

 

Again, the secret cult and similar activities (prohibition) law, No. 6 of Rivers State 2004 

highlights a secret cult as any organization, association, group or body of persons whose 

membership, meetings and other activities are kept secret and which promotes, causes or 

engages in acts of violence, intimidation or harm in whatever manner, against the public 

or any member of the public. Given this, cult could be expressed as a ritual practice by a 

cluster of people whose connection, recruitment policy and initiation procedure as well as 

their style of operations are done and kept secret with their activities, which at the same 

time have negative implications or consequences on both members and non-members 

alike.  

 

The mode of recruitment is usually subtle from without and voluntary by the young who 

aspires to be a strong man or who is threatened by members of a cult group in situations 

such as inability to guarantee self protection, enjoy partying and promise of luxury life, 

among others. Sometimes, the members also recruit those they believe have the capacity 

to strengthen their existence in their immediate environment. Funding of cult groups in 

Rivers State comes from different sources. They include extortion of money from the 

vulnerable, particularly the traders; protection money, political patronage, donation, 

armed robbery, oil theft, artisanal refinery, sale of drugs, royalties and mercenaries. 

Prostitutes are made to buy "landing rights.” Looting of homes and Landlords utilization 

of the services of cultist to forcefully evict tenants are other sources of their income.  

 

Operationally, cult wars involve supremacy tussles among various cult groups. The 

essence of cult wars is to ensure total dominance of a group to control and dictate the 
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economic benefit in a given community or area. More recently, Elem and Emeodu (2020) 

and Emeodu (2019) expanded on the reason for cult wars. They posited that cultists fight 

for supremacy, and this has been observed to be a serious factor causing crisis and 

insecurity in some communities in Rivers State. The issue of cult wars for supremacy deals 

with scramble of who control and have more influence in the community among various 

cult groups. The reasons for cult wars for supremacy are economical in nature as they are 

used and paid by some politicians during elections. Funds are voted out as security to them 

and the leading cult group decides who benefit from the fund. It gives them voice to 

demand for a quota of the community resources or derivatives from the multi-national 

companies. These acts, prompted Ogele, Sarki, Solomon, & Kaka (2020) to posit that groups 

control their areas of existence and do not tolerate incursion from other groups. This 

accounts for one of the reasons for cult wars in Nigeria. Their activities have led to loss of 

many lives and properties. The cult tussle for supremacy, which has been supported by 

some politicians in the supremacy battle, has led to the death of innocent members of the 

community.  

 

Oil Theft and Cult Wars 

Many would wonder where cult members got funds to purchase arms. Thus, it is true that 

there exists relationship between oil theft and cult wars. Odalonu (2015) revealed that 

because most cultists are into oil theft, they have been able to raise funds for arms purchase. 

The arms they purchase have been used for armed robbery and kidnapping for higher or 

little ransom amongst others. These activities made people to live in fear, and as the 

crisis/struggles among them intensified, community members migrated to other places for 

security. Asuni (2009); Katsouris and Sayne (2013) posited that there are three operational 

methods of oil theft and they include: (1) a minor and small-scale pilfering of condensate 

and petroleum product destined for local market; (2) direct hacking into pipelines or 

tapping with a hose from wellhead through practical removal of the ‘Christmas tree’; and 

(3) excess lifting of crude oil beyond the licensed amount, using forged bills of lading.  

 

While the first is less significant in that it is conducted by local people who hide under the 

cover of violence in the Niger Delta region, the second category brings more technical 

sophistication into the business with the stolen product placed in small barges and taken 

straight into the sea where it is loaded into larger barges (mother ships) in return for money 

and weapons used to fuel violence. The last category speaks solely about a failed system 

facilitated by official corruption in that it involves the use of forged bills of lading, “issued 

by a carrier to a shipper, listing and acknowledging receipt of goods for transport and 

specifying terms of delivery. Thus, Odalonu (2015) added that cultists have hidden under 

the grievances of Niger Delta to illegally exploit oil resources. Through the revenue 

generated from this, they make more purchases of arms and cause more violence in the 
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region. Oil theft as well as cult war breed impediment to social development; the quest for 

sustaining the country’s resources, impedes the provision of social amenities in the area 

consequent upon limited assurance of security for government’s social development 

agencies and nongovernmental organizations. Thus Soremi (2020) observed that young 

people of school age may choose to join the ‘criminal armed’ gangs (or cult groups) rather 

than remain in school in order that they may acquire wealth by engaging in oil theft and 

this may lead to increase in number of out-of-school youths and increased cult activities. 

This may also result in loss of manpower for credible development of the community, as 

the cult members who involve in oil theft may lose their lives in clashes with the military 

or other criminal groups or even end up in prisons. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This work adopts the strain theory of Robert Merton which is an offshoot of the theory of 

anomie of Emile Durkheim. Accordingly, anomie is a state in which there is a breakdown 

of normal ethical standard for regulating behavior as a result of weakened collective 

conscience. It is a state of lawlessness and normlessness. It is argued that industrialization 

breeds social upheaval and disintegration of social norms which could lead to deviant 

behavior; crime. Robert Merton, the protagonist of Strain theory, expanded the horizon of 

anomie and posited that there exits certain stressors or pressure or strain exerted on the 

individual by the society which predisposes crime. They lead to negative emotions, such 

as frustration and anger. These emotions create pressure for corrective action, and crime is 

one possible response. Recourse is made to crime in order to reduce or escape from strain, 

seek revenge against the source of strain or related targets, or alleviate negative emotions 

(Agnew & Scheuermann, 2014). Robert Merton outlined several possible ways individuals 

may cope with strain. One of such responses is to pursue monetary success or broader goal 

of middle class status through illegitimate or illegal means, such as drug sales or theft. 

 

Cohen (1955) argues that some juvenile gang fights, vandalism and other delinquencies 

have no direct bearing with the achievement of conventional success goals. Rather, when 

conventional goals are perceived to be unachievable, the emphasis is on debunking the 

status frustration by banding together to rebel against the middle class expectations. 

Herein, goals that are easily accomplished such as toughness and fighting prowess are 

emphasized as alternative status system. 

 

The great milestone of Cloward and Ohlin (1960) lies in the arena of the nuances of the 

subcultural adaptations of juvenile gangs. The strained youths may cope with goal 

blockade in some regions by retreating into drug use or violent behavior and money 

oriented crime. The exposure in some regions to experienced criminal could act the 

formation house as they become role models. 

https://oxfordre.com/criminology/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264079.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264079-e-249#acrefore-9780190264079-e-249-bibItem-0041
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An attempt at applying the strain theory to the Gokana scenario reveals her as subsistently 

agrarian with her coastal villages relying also on subsistent fishing and farming. With no 

industry in sight and massive unemployment of her teeming youths the order of the day, 

poverty is let loose on the land of more than 50million years fluvial and marine 

sedimentary formation. The poorly constructed and dilapidated concrete bungalows 

spiced with some mud houses are but some indices of the ingrained poverty of a land 

which Saro-Wiwa (1987) had described as a land where fauna and flora had no chance of 

growth. Her woes seem unending as her youths are condemned to forever remain 

dependent on the meager or non-existent resources of their parents. Marriages are delayed 

on the same basis and some who defied all odds in venturing into such institutions have 

sorry tales of deprivations. In spite of the gargantuan nature of deprivations, Gokana 

remains open to the outside world with time bound societal expectations from all and 

sundry. The unmet expectations creates a strain with a feeling of frustration whose rebuttal 

has led some into the activities of the bush refineries that it may offer the required solace 

intended to cushion the effect of poverty generated by unemployment. As aptly captured 

by Naanen and Tolani (2014), the oil theft business in Gokana and beyond operates like 

cottage industry with a capacity for massive employment with numerous dependants. 

Besides it operates on the logic of rebellion against the Federal Government seen as 

usurper of their land and oil. Having secured the tapping heads which guaranteed chain 

of distribution and consequent flight from poverty into the middle class, it is reasoned that 

stability requires maintenance of cartel like organization whose prowess with lethal arms 

matches the federally armed security agents. The Deewell and Deebam dominance fit 

squarely into this picture. Moreover, such recruitment is believed to guarantee dialogue 

on equal terms. 

   

Besides, recruitment into the various cult groups has aspects of bullying into submission. 

It is in this vein that motor cyclists transporters and distributors of the poorly refined 

petroleum products are often harassed, bullied and money extorted by cult boys. 

Belonging to a cult group becomes an option in favour of maximization of profit and 

solace. 

 

It offers also the garb of masculinity opined by Agnew (1992) as the cultist is imbued with 

the courage of the lion at the intake of some narcotic drugs and become trigger-happy. 

Such scenarios played out at Kpor, Nwebiara, Mogho, K.Dere, B.Dere, Bomu and Bodo in 

their communal wars. The  B.Dere  version also presents a horror scene in which three of 

their kinsmen were buried alive. 
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Methodology 

This study made abundant use of materials drawn from secondary sources such as 

documentaries, journals, books and other library materials of which most were online. 

However, we equally made recourse to some primary data as we embarked upon 

fieldwork through the utilization of questionnaire. Purposive sampling served the radar 

of the guided tour of the 17 villages in which Gokana is comprised of. The baseline for the 

study population is the 2006 census population of 233,813 and projected to be 370,000 

(Brinkhoff, 2017). In determining the sample size, Krejcie and Morgan (1970) table held 

sway which crystallized at 382. Repeated visits to Gokana during the trial stage of the 

instruments and the invaluable contributions from notable lecturers in our field of study, 

served the noble task of sharpening the instruments while simple percentages, table and 

content analysis were the vade mecum of our analytic tools that made the data 

decipherable.  

 

Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion 

This section presents and discusses data using tables and figures: 

 

Table 1 Showing frequency distribution of returned questionnaire in Gokana 

Communities, (N382) 

 

S/N COMMUNITIES  FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE  

1 B. Dere 35 9.2 

2 Barako 30 7.9 

3 Bera 30 7.9 

4 Biara 20 5.2 

5 Bodo 50 13.1 

6 Bomu 40 10.4 

 

S/N COMMUNITIES FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE 

7 Deeyor 20 5.2 

8 Deken 20 5.2 

10 K. Dere 30 7.9 

11 Lewe 40 10.4 

12 Mogho 30 7.9 

13 Nwebiara 37 9.7 

 Total 382 100 

 
Source: Survey data (2021) 
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Table 1.1 above shows the percentage distribution of questionnaires in the various sampled 

communities. The sampling technique which is purposive is betrayed by the villages 

visited as they have been epicenters of oil theft, cult clashes and inter-communal wars at 

one stage or another. Consequently, most of those interviewed have had contact with 

major oil thieves with some acting as retailers or transporters of poorly refined products 

or are oil thieves themselves. Cultism is often the garment of the most successful oil 

thieves. Though the dual activities are believed to be shrouded in some level of secrecy, 

the actors owing to the closely knit nature of Gokana communities, are still known to the 

uninitiates. The prowess of my being a participant observer was herein activated. The 

choice of B. Dere and Biara was dictated by their repeated wars with one another in which 

notable oil thieves and cult members featured. B. Dere did also engage K. Dere in a 

fratricidal war with the latter serving also as home to the founder of the indigenous but 

deadly cult group of Gberesaakoo boys. Being also a coastal town with multiple oil wells, 

it was only natural for her to be infested with so many oil thieves brandishing cultism as 

religion while unsettling the peace of the community. The tale of the ingenuity of the 

horizontal tapping spanning over a kilometer on land on land into the mangrove for 

clandestine lifting of crude for artisanal refining paid value to the town of B.Dere. The 

condemnation of three of her natives to an early shallow but watery grave of Bera by 

Barididum Danaa and Prophet Nkpe being members of notorious Deebam cult and oil 

thieves, speak volumes of the culture of death that had pervaded B.Dere at the time. 

Nwebiara and Barako have had series of boundary disputes and battles that rendered 

Nwebiara incapacitated and a den of cultism. From Nwebiara arose a notable cultist 

Bobosky, who met his waterloo at the hands of security agencies on September 12, 2020. 

Nwebiara did become so spineless in her social cohesion and turned den of Greenlanders 

with Bobosky as the leader.  

 

Bera, a home to a prominent politician of the region, had played host to Seresibira cult 

group and also witnessed the violent death of two alleged cult members of Bodo descent 

who sought asylum therein. Bomu and Lewe had been dragged into protracted wars 

triggered by disagreement between two alleged cult members over the sharing formula of 

proceeds from oil theft. Herein the veracity of the claim of Katsouris & Sayne (2013) that 

Oil theft is both a symptom and a cause of violent conflict in the Niger Delta is typified:   

It weakens public institutions and aggravates known conflict drivers. It 

buttresses corruption, funds political violence and damages the 

environment. Oil theft networks rely on violence – or at least the threat of 

it – to hold onto their turf and secrecy. In some communities, fights over 

rights to steal oil weakened local power structures and social resilience, 

especially when battle lines were drawn between ethnic groups or 

generations. Theft networks have also set up shop in some of the Niger 
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Delta’s most violent corners. Over time, the trade became part of a larger 

Niger Delta conflict economy that is lucrative and entrenched. 

 

Our choice of Bomu and Lewe was hinged on the strombolian nature of their violence 

hinged on oil but metamorphosed into boundary disputes. 

 

Deeyor and Deken did also attract our attention. The cult groups have been handier in 

executing the inter-communal crisis between the duo. The superior prowess of the united 

Deewell and Deebam of Bodo that was later to feed fat on oil theft was glaring in their 

outing at Mogho in which they left no building standing at the end of the war. It was a war 

bereft of the trappings of stone age sticks model and reminiscent of a scene from a modern 

horror movie, as all buildings were dynamited out of existence. Our option for Bodo was 

further hinged on tales of the frequent clashes between Deewell and Deebam in it as well 

as being the confluence town of the PPMC and the Trans Niger Pipelines shared between 

the dual cult groups for unhindered access to oil. 

 

Table 2 

 Respondents’ Demographics 

 

 Gender  Frequency % 

Male 239 62.6 

Female 143 37.4 

Total 382 100.0 

 

Source: Field Survey (2021) 

 

The analysis of the sex of the respondents indicated that 239(62.6%) were males, while 

143(37.4%) were females. The ages of the respondents were such that 15-25 years yielded 

Age  Frequency % 

15-25  118 30.9 

26-35 101 26.4 

36-45  98 25.7 

46-55 44 11.5 

56 & above 21 5.5 

Total 382 100.0 
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a total of 118 (30.9%) while 26-35 years had a total of 101 (26.4%). Those who fell within the 

range 36-45 years as respondents were 98 persons thereby forming 25.7. 46-55 years 

became another category that attracted a total of 44 (11.5%). Finally, 21 persons fell within 

the range of 56 years and above which represented 5.5% of the total respondents. Though 

our research questions were not limited only to oil thieves that had cultism for their 

garment but a mild trend could also be deciphered from the above; oil theft and cultism in 

Gokana are pastimes of males in their prime of youth. This finding partly resonates with 

an earlier position of Naanen and Tolani (2014) who did maintain that: 

 

The involvement of women in the whole process of illegal bunkering and 

artisanal refining is more or less secondary. This is to say that women are 

generally not involved in obtaining crude or in the refining process. 

However, women play pivotal roles in other services such as 

transportation and marketing of the refined products as well as cooking 

and provision of sexual services for the predominantly male operators. 

 

There is also a striking similarity between involvement in oil bunkering and cult 

membership in Gokana with regard to masculinity. Consequently, Agbulu (2018) affirms 

that Ogoni brand of cultism has no uniquely female brand. The fewer female membership 

often serves as appendages to the predominantly male Deewell, Deebam and 

Greenlanders. Accordingly marital bond could be a deciding factor but not absolute as 

others are co-opted into the mainstream of membership as sex partners and for provision 

of food at their camps. Could this similarity be a pointer to the interchangeable role of 

cultism and oil bunkering in Gokana? A definitive yes might be too preemptive as there 

are other factors to be considered.  The Gokana culture is so protective of the girl-child and 

frowns at any act of waywardness. The girl-child is groomed to be gentle, humane and 

above all, a home manager with emphasis on being hard working on the farmland and 

fishing. The violence associated with cultism and artisanal refining of crude oil is alien to 

her upbringing and delicate frame. However, it has to be noted that some of the few female 

members got initiated into cultism while on their sojourn in the city of Port Harcourt and 

the transition upon arrival at home, became a seamless one. Others are co-opted into the 

sales of petroleum products as an alternative source of income. 

 

Research Question 1: How does youth involvement in oil theft lead to sustained cult war 

among youths in Gokana LGA? 
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Table 2 

The relationship between youth involvement in oil theft and sustained cult war among 

youths in Gokana LGA 

S/N Item SA A D SD 

1 The problem associated with 

leadership among crude oil bunkers is 

the major cause of sustained cult war 

among youths in Gokana LGA 

113 

(29.6%) 

149 

(39%) 

59 

(15.4%) 

61 

(16%) 

2 The sharing of the money gotten from 

stolen crude oil has a lot to do with the 

sustained cult war among  youths in 

Gokana LGA 

152 

(39.8%) 

163 

(42.7%) 

46 

(12%) 

21 

(5.5%) 

3 Godfathers of the youths involved in 

the oil theft have worsened the cult 

war among youths in Gokana LGA 

169 

(44.2%) 

161 

(42.1%) 

40 

(10.5%) 

12 

(3.1%) 

4 The quest for earthly possessions 

propels oil theft and this consequently 

influences sustained cult war among 

youths in Gokana LGA 

162 

(42.4%) 

178 

(46.5%) 

29 

(7.6%) 

13 

(3.4%) 

5 The societal regard for the rich people 

leads to youth involvement in oil theft 

and sustained cult war among youths 

in Gokana LGA 

164 

(42.9%) 

135 

(35.3%) 

49 

(12.8%) 

34 

(8.9%) 

 

Source: Field Survey (2021) 

 

The table above presented the results on the link between youth’s involvement in oil theft 

and the impact on the cult war among youths in Gokana Local Government Area. The 

study discovered that 29.6% strongly agreed, 39% agreed, 15.4% disagreed while 16% 

strongly disagreed to the fact that the problem associated with leadership among crude oil 

bunkers is the major cause of sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. Again, 

39.8% strongly agreed, 42.7% agreed, 12% disagree, while 5.5% strongly disagreed that the 

sharing of the money gotten from stolen crude oil has a lot to do with the sustained cult 

war among youths in Gokana LGA. As regards the issue of the relationship between 

godfatherism and cult clashes, the study discovered that 44.2% strongly agreed, 42.1% 

agreed, 10.5% disagreed while 3.1% strongly disagreed that godfathers of the youths 

involved in the oil theft have worsened the cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. 

Furthermore, 42.4% strongly agreed, 46.5% agreed, 7.6% disagreed while 3.4% strongly 
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disagreed that the quest for earthly possessions propels oil theft and this consequently 

influences sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. Moreover, it was also 

discovered that 42.9% strongly agreed, 35.3% agreed while 12.8% disagreed and 8.9% 

strongly disagreed that the societal regard for the rich people leads to youth involvement 

in oil theft and sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA.  

 

Cult groups in general are highly structural with wealth controlled cascading down the 

hierarchical line. In the case of Gokana where oil provides more than 90% of the wealth 

required, those at the top who are managers of the tap heads, dictate in the interest of 

perceived stability what justice abhors. This in itself builds in a tension that seeks for a 

redress with the listed factors of style of leadership, sharing formula of derivable wealth, 

godfatherism, the desire to feel belonged and command certain level of respect within the 

society culminate to act as the push factor for the sustained violence witnessed in the 

region. In other words, the unequal access to wealth breeds the friction evidenced as 

sustained cult war witnessed in Gokana. 

 

Research Question 2: What are the issues associated with the regularity of the youth 

involvement in oil theft leading to sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA? 

 

Table 3 

The issues associated with the regularity of the youth involvement in oil theft leading to 

sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA 

S/N Item SA A D SD 

 

6 

The prevalence of oil theft in the 

communities is high and it has the 

potential to cause sustained cult war 

among youths in Gokana LGA 

137 

(35.9%) 

164 

(42.9%) 

50 

(13.1%) 

31 

(8.1%) 

7 The attempt to minimize oil theft has 

been highly politicised and this leads 

to sustained cult war among youths in 

Gokana LGA 

167 

(43.7%) 

159 

(41.6%) 

42 

(11%) 

14 

(3.7%) 

8 Unemployment has pushed many 

youth into oil theft and this may 

sustain cult war among youths in 

Gokana LGA 

264 

(69.1%) 

96 

(25.1%) 

17 

(4.5%) 

5 

(1.3%) 

9 Poverty is linked with youth 

involvement in oil theft and this may 

233 

(61%) 

122 

(31.9%) 

22 

(5.8%) 

5 

(1.3%) 
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sustain cult war among youths in 

Gokana LGA 

10 Government negligence of the youth 

has pushed them into oil theft and this 

consequently brought about the 

sustained cult war among youths in 

Gokana LGA 

227 

(59.4%) 

135 

(35.3%) 

12 

(3.2%) 

8 

(2.1%) 

Source: Field Survey (2021) 

 

The issues associated with the regularity of the youths’ involvement in oil theft leading to 

sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA were assessed on Table 3 above. The 

result of the analysis indicated that 35.9% strongly agreed, 42.9% agreed, 13.1% disagreed 

while 8.1% strongly disagreed to the fact that the prevalence of oil theft in the communities 

is high and it has the potential to cause sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. 

Also, 43.7% strongly agreed, 41.6% agreed, 11% disagreed while 3.7% strongly disagreed 

to the fact that the attempt to minimize oil theft has been highly politicized and this has 

led to sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. Again, 69.1% strongly agreed, 

25.1% agreed, 4.5% disagreed while 1.3% strongly disagreed to the fact that unemployment 

has pushed many youth into oil theft and this may sustain cult war among youths in 

Gokana LGA. Furthermore, 61% strongly agreed, 31.9% agreed, 5.8% disagreed while 1.3% 

strongly disagreed to the fact poverty is linked with youth involvement in oil theft and this 

may sustain cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. Also, 59.4% strongly agreed, 35.3% 

agreed, 3.2% disagreed while 2.1% strongly disagreed to the fact government negligence 

of the youth has pushed them into oil theft and this consequently brought about the 

sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA.  

 

Oil was discovered in Gokana in 1958 and by 2006 and 2008, Bodo experienced dual 

spillages that emptied approximately 500,000 barrels of free flowing crude from a rustic 

Shell’s Trans Niger pipeline into her environ.  Disputes surround the actual spill date but 

what is incontrovertible is that the spillage was left unattended to for a couple of weeks 

(Amnesty international, 2011). The availability of large quantity of free flowing crude oil 

was the trigger factor and with the visit of a young man from Warri, the local youths got 

equipped with the art of artisanal refining. Kegbara Dere soon caught up with the trade 

that eventually spread to other coastal towns of Gokana, Bomu, B. Dere, Kpor and Lewe. 

By 2010, about 800 operators of artisanal refineries had surrendered to the JTF (Onah, 

2010). 
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The oil spillage in the town had coincided with the truce that existed between two rival 

cult groups that had acted as political thugs for the two politicians from the town. The two-

year struggle for supremacy had been most fatal and by 2008, the army of young men who 

were idle and unemployed readily took up the task of bunkering for survival. Not only 

had those others had to replicate same in their communities, but those without the proper 

logistics had to enter into partnership with the youths from Bodo in the distilling of the 

crude. The distillation turns out greater quantity of diesel (AGO) and less of kerosene and 

petrol. About 48% of the total quantity distilled, turns out as wastes and are emptied unto 

the land without proper containment. The crude oil wastes so disposed perforate the top 

soil and eventually find its way to the underground water to render it unfit for drinking. 

Besides, those that are left on the surface are swept by torrential rainfall through vast 

expanse of tropical rainforest into the sea. All vegetation on its path is devastated; crop 

mangroves and trees. There is loss of biodiversity and veritable source of herbal drugs are 

lost too. 

 

This scenario plays out in the overwhelming support given by respondents to poverty, 

unemployment, politicization of unemployment by government and negligence of youths 

as causes of issues associated with the regularity of the youth involvement in oil theft 

leading to sustained cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. 

 

Research Question 3: How might we minimize oil theft for minimal cult war among 

youths in Gokana LGA?  

 

Table 4 

The ways to minimize oil theft for minimal cult war among youths in Gokana LGA 

S/N Item SA A D SD 

11 The government should provide jobs 

for the youth to curtail oil theft and cult 

war among youths in Gokana LGA 

273 

(71.5%) 

98 

(25.7%) 

7 

(1.8%) 

4 

(1%) 

12 The politician should stop politicizing 

the issue of unemployment for 

minimal oil theft and the associated 

cult war among youth in Gokana LGA 

204 

(53.4%) 

156 

(40.9%) 

15 

(3.9%) 

7 

(1.8%) 

13 The government should find a way to 

minimize poverty for minimal oil theft 

and the associated cult war among the 

youth in Gokana LGA 

257 

(67.3%) 

114 

(29.8%) 

6 

(1.6%) 

5 

(1.3%) 
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14 The national orientation agency should 

educate the youth to understand the 

importance of having a healthy 

environment void of pollution and 

insecurity 

225 

(58.9%) 

142 

(37.2%) 

8 

(2.1%) 

7 

(1.8%) 

15 Successful youth who are not involved 

in cultism and oil should be rewarded 

by the society as this could lead to 

minimizing oil theft and cult war 

among youth in Gokana LGA 

260 

(68.1%) 

109 

(28.5%) 

4 

(1%) 

9 

(2.4%) 

Source: Field Survey (2021) 

 

 

Fig 1.  

 
Source: Field Survey (2021) 

 

The table above presented the responses of the respondents on how oil theft can be 

minimized in Gokana LGA for the sake of minimal cult clashes among the youths in 

Gokana Local Government Area. The result shows that 71.5% strongly agreed, 25.7% 

agreed, 1.8% disagreed while 1% strongly disagreed to the fact that the government should 

provide jobs for the youth to curtail oil theft and cult war among youths in Gokana LGA. 

This indicated that creation of jobs for the teaming youths would help reduce oil theft and 

cult related violence. Also, 53.4% strongly agreed, 40.9% agreed, 3.9% disagreed while 

1.8% strongly disagreed to the fact that the politicians should stop politicizing the issue of 

unemployment for minimal oil theft and the associated cult war among youth in Gokana 

LGA. Furthermore, majority of the respondents 257(67.3%) and 114(29.8%) agreed to the 
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fact that government should find a way to minimize poverty for minimal oil theft and the 

associated cult war among the youth in Gokana LGA. On the contrary, 6(1.6%) and 5(1.3%) 

disagreed to the fact above. On the suggestion that the national orientation agency should 

educate the youth to understand the importance of having a healthy environment devoid 

of pollution and insecurity, majority of the respondents 225(58.9%) and 142(37.2%) agreed 

to the fact that the national orientation agency should educate the youth to understand the 

importance of having a healthy environment devoid of pollution and insecurity. However, 

8(2.1%) and 7(1.8%) disagreed and strongly disagreed respectively to the fact of the 

necessity of the national orientation agency. Finally, the respondents suggested that a 

successful youth who are not involved in cultism and oil should be rewarded by the 

society. The finding revealed that 260(68.1%) strongly agreed, 109(28.5%) agreed while 

4(1%) disagreed while 9(2.4%) strongly disagreed that the rewarding the violent free 

youths by the society could lead to minimizing oil theft and cult war among youth in 

Gokana LGA. Reward for non-violence is an indisputable fact to contend with in managing 

violence in Gokana enclave.  

 

Unemployment in Nigeria often dovetails to lack of regular source of income which is 

needed to meet the living expenses. This ultimately leads to indebtedness arising from 

being dependent on past savings for the bills of today or going a borrowing to keep afloat. 

Such a person may end up being homeless or bereft of the basic necessities of food, shelter, 

clothing etc. These fall within the purview of poverty. In Gokana culture where some 

elements of communality are still being practiced, a victim of poverty may remain so 

dependent on parents or extended relations and if married with children, they are sent to 

live with relations or others considered benevolent. Unemployment and poverty are thus 

intertwined and could lead to low self esteem, depression, anxiety and other mental health 

issues. The penury creates tension leading to strain on the individual that might seek 

redress through crime (Burdo, 2018). It does so with a heightened sense of frustration 

which has radicalizing effect. This is a familiar terrain in Gokana with regard to oil theft 

and cultism. Hence the overwhelming support in our survey that ranges beyond 90% for 

the debilitating role of unemployment and its politicization, poverty and the death of the 

culture of reward for good behavior as triggers for oil theft and cultism. 

 

Besides, unemployment robs off too on Gokana as it affects productivity. Those within the 

working age whose contributions ordinarily ought to have lifted the veil of poverty and 

improve the economy of the region are denied the opportunity of contributing to her 

growth. Equally important is the need to sensitize the people on the hazards of oil theft to 

the environment and to personal health. Naanen andTolani (2014) calls the project of oil 

theft, a private gain and public disaster. The disaster envelopes the land and renders it 

unusable for almost 30years even after remediation (UNEP, 2011). 
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Conclusion /Recommendations 

Our study did reveal the contentious nature of Nigerian crude oil upon discovery in Niger 

Delta. It served the key to her economy and lubricated the pockets of some top military 

brats of the 70’s and their cronies in such a manner that defied the lame official tracking. 

Those were the years when the military bestride the political landscape like the colossus 

and the host communities stood beggarly and contended with the devastating effects of 

the wastes. The Niger Deltans soon spoke politically for a derivation formula while her 

impoverished youths championed a revolution that crystallized in oil theft. Some strained 

Gokana youths are abreast with the tide. The cold hands of unemployment and poverty 

that held them on their spine had slipped off in the shadow of the oil stolen at gun point. 

The accruable wealth consolidated their hold on the diversionary pipelines and made of 

them kingmakers and policy makers. The price for Gokana is uninterrupted violence as a 

guide to desired uninterrupted flow of oil. Such an illegal flow of crude oil has had not 

only undesirable toll on human lives but also on land, sea, air, flora and fauna. It is against 

this backdrop that this work advocates in the interest of minimal oil theft leading to 

minimal cult clashes that the government should consider job creation and poverty 

eradication as priorities. The mechanization of agriculture for greater productivity and 

employment as well as food security could serve the course of eradication of poverty. The 

industrialization of Gokana remains a noble venture. It is equally hoped that while the 

government embarks upon a campaign for a safer environment in the region, a quantum 

investment in educational facilities in the region be upheld. An education that targets the 

mind and heart and makes of the educated an entrepreneur is best suited for the volatility 

of the region. With a cleaner mind within a cleaner environment as a campaign and the 

adaptation of the above recommendations, a guaranteed safer passage of crude oil in the 

pipelines would be assured and humans, a dignified life wherein the peacemakers are 

equally rewarded. 
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